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Doctors employed by El Salvador's Social Security Institute (ISSS) agreed to go back to work May 22,
ending their 25-day strike. This was the fifth job action so far this year in which about 1,400 doctors
partially shut down government hospitals and clinics. A judge ruled the strike illegal, but the union
(Sindicato de Medicos Trabajadores del Instituto Salvadoreno del Seguro Social, SIMETRISS) called
it a slowdown, not a strike, because doctors continued to provide emergency and other necessary
services during the job action.
The last of the series of job actions began April 28 when doctors demanded a substantial pay
increase and changes in the how the system is managed. Under the settlement, the government
agreed not to carry out a threat from President Armando Calderon Sol to fire strikers and dock
their salaries. The government also agreed to substantial salary increases. The breakthrough, in
what many have called the worst crisis in the system's history, came after SIMETRISS threatened a
complete shutdown of public hospitals. Strike leaders said the agreement with ISSS and the Labor
Ministry was "a complete victory" for the doctors.
Doctors demand salary increases and system reforms
The struggle began in July 1997 when SIMETRISS presented salary demands that would raise the
average monthly salary from US$80 to nearly US$300. The cost to the government would have been
more than US$8 million. The government countered with an offer of US$6 million, which would
have averaged out to monthly salaries of US$135. Union leaders accused the government of focusing
on salary demands and ignoring the 12-point "platform" that included reforms in the ISSS, which
strikers called a "sick" system.
The system has been perennially underfinanced and unable to deliver medical services to well over
half the population. Despite the union's demands, the Calderon Sol administration cut the ISSS
budget this year by almost 9%. Besides pay increases, doctors demanded improvement in medicine
supplies and equipment in hospitals, renovation of some dilapidated medical centers, and improved
administration and patient services. Government responds with threats of mass firings
The ongoing job actions spread to include most of the country's health-care system as private
hospitals participated in the slowdowns, calling a one day strike May 5. Strikers had the support of
the Colegio Medico and other professional associations. The government response was to set up a
special commission headed by Labor Minister Eduardo Tomasino to negotiate with SIMETRISS. But
strikers accused the commission of using stalling tactics and showing indifference to their demands.
Strikers criticized Health Minister Eduardo Interiano for remaining out of reach during the strike.
"We never knew where he was except when he threatened us," said Colegio Medico president Juan
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Marinero. Marinero questioned whether the government was serious about negotiations since the
commission appeared to have little real authority and took weeks to respond to union proposals for
a settlement. When some strikers received death threats, Marinero suggested the threats were part
of a government strategy to demoralize the union and force an end to the strike.
In March, the government issued arrest warrants for 12 union leaders and refused to accept
mediation from then until the negotiating session that finally led to a settlement. In May, the
government issued new threats and called off negotiations.
On May 14, Labor Minister Tomasino issued an ultimatum requiring doctors to accept the
government's salary offer of US$135 and end their strike within 24 hours or be replaced. Days later,
SIMETRISS representative Roberto Mata said 200 doctors had been fired for failing to return to work
and that the government had begun docking strikers' salaries. He said the firings were illegal, not
only because they were issued verbally, but also because the Supreme Court of Justice had not yet
ruled on the strike's legality.
The May 22 settlement includes an average monthly salary of US$140 with a salary review
after one year. The government also agreed to make improvements in medical services. Some
points remained unsettled, but the government agreed to one of the union's central demands
to incorporate doctors into national health planning. Under the agreement, SIMETRISS
representatives will sit on the National Health Institute, which will develop a new national health
plan.
Medical strike continues in Nicaragua
Meanwhile, a four-month strike by doctors continues in Nicaragua. The Sandinista Federacion de
Trabajadores de la Salud (FETSALUD) joined the walkout June 1, a move that pulled nurses and
other health workers out of hospitals and paralyzed health service throughout the country. Carlos
Torrez of the Movimiento Medicos Pro Salario, representing the strikers, said the strike would be
"total and indefinite."
Negotiations have stalled as the government responded to the strike by firing doctors, holding
back salaries of strikers, and jailing some protesters who participated in street demonstrations that
resulted in confrontations with police. Government doctors are demanding a 200% salary increase
while the government is offering only 100%.
At present, salaries range from US$50 to US$100 per month. In its latest move, the government has
stuck to its offer of a 100% salary increase for the remainder of this year but will add another 50%
in 1999, while the Moviemiento Medico has dropped its salary demand to a 150% increase. The
government also offered salary increases of 50% and 37% for nurses and technicians, respectively.
FETSALUD rejected the offer, insisting on a 200% increase.
Regardless of how the dispute turns out, Vice Minister of Health Martha McCoy announced that,
after the strike ends, 25% of government-employed doctors will be eliminated from the payroll
through a voluntarily retirement plan. Carlos Torrez said he does not oppose the plan as long
as it remains voluntary but warned that the retirement of nearly 1,000 doctors would reduce the
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effectiveness of the medical system. The forced-reduction plan is part of a larger reform designed
to decentralize the health-care system and improve coverage at lower costs. The plan is supported
by US$55 million in credits from the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank
(IDB). However, FETSALUD sees the plan as part of a gradual movement toward reducing service
and privatizing the system. [Sources: Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 04/03/98, 05/22/98; Spanish
news service EFE, 03/20/98, 05/22/98; Notimex, 05/14/98, 05/17/98, 05/22/98, 05/24/98; La Prensa
(Nicaragua), 05/31/98; La Tribuna (Nicaragua), 06/01/98, 06/03/98]
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